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AGNOSTICISM. 



" Can ye not discern the signs of the times f " — ^Matt. xvi. 3. 

I. These words were a reproach addressed by 
our blessed Lord to the Pharisees and Sadducees, 
because they could not see, without some special 
sign, that the kingdom of Christ was at hand and 
coming on the earth. 

His kingdom did come and spread, and it has 
long been seen and known, more or less, in every 
quarter of our globe. 

But if our blessed Lord were now upon earth, 
and if He were to ask us the same question, " Can 
ye not discern the signs of the times ? what 
would His words now mean? Might they not 
now, possibly, mean that faith in Him was falter- 
ing and paling in the hearts of an untoward 
generation ? 

If Christianity be anywhere full of vigour, 
regulating men's lives, and inspiring their faith, 
surely it should be in Europe, which has been its 
chief home and scene of action ever since it was 
expelled from Asia and North Africa by Islamism. 
And yet, when we search into the life and thought 
of any European country, we shall, I fear, be 
dismayed, as Christians, by the change which has 




4 AGNOSTICISM. 

occurred in Europe, and especially, perhaps, in the 
last half-century. Fifty years ago, there were, 
doubtless, throughout Europe some dilettanti < 
sceptics, but with scanty following, and in no 
great repute, either for ability or character, and, 
indeed, shunned generally on the ground of their 
opinions. Whereas now, Atheism is much more 
widely represented, and that too by men of culture, 
talent, and respectable conduct, with a pubHc, not 
only tolerating, but listening submissively to the 
assailants — the active, proselytising assailants— of 
our cherished faith. This may be a passing wave 
of unbelief, such as occurred at the revival of 
learning a few centuries ago, when, in fact. Popes 
and Cardinals were unbelievers; and this present 
scepticism may subside and disappear as did that. ^ 
But still, what we now see, forces upon one's 
attention certain passages in the New Testament 
which speak very ominously as to the ultimate 
future of Christianity upon this earth. 

In one place our blessed Lord says, " This i 
Gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the 
world for a witness unto all nations, and then 
shall the end come ; " leaving us, surely, to infer 
that, at the end, it will be little more than a mere 
witness. Elsewhere, in sad and ominous strain. 
He asks, When the Son of Man cometh shall He 
find faith on the earth?" Again, to the same 
effect, He says, with what seems greater clearness, 
Then shall all the tribes of the earth mourn whQji 
they see the Son of Man coming." And, in the 
same strain, St. John writes, ^^He cometh with 
clouds; and every eye shall see Him, and all 
kindreds of the earth shall wail because of Him." 
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Does not such language forebode something 
like a very general apostasy at the last ? 

However all this may turn out, we Christians 
must go on contending earnestly for the faith ; 
some of us are pledged to do so with pen and 
tongue, and all of us are pledged to do so by that 
most convincing argument, namely, the example 
of a holy and devout life. 

II. I have thought that now, in speaking to an 
audience of strangers, and one among which there 
will be those who will hereafter, I hope, become 
preachers of Christ, a few words about some of the 
causes of our modern scepticism, and about the 
insufficiency and unreasonableness of those causes, 
might not be inappropriate. 

I say, then, that a considerable part of modern 
scepticism is the outcome of the studies of our age. 
Take the study of physical science. This study, 
in particular, has received peculiar attention in 
various branches of it, and great strides in know- 
ledge of fresh facts belonging to the study have 
been the result. But, as an apparent consequence^ 
there have also resulted from it much scepticism 
and atheism. This result may, perhaps, be attribu- 
table in some measure to possible deductions, which 
some persons draw, from new facts now made 
known by physical research. But I beUeve that 
the scepticism is due chiefly, not to the facts, but 
to the method pursued in the study of physical 
science : and this is the point to which I would 
first invite your attention. 

Now, in physical science, the method of study 
runs in a groove which requires, and rightly re- 
quires, that nothing be believed and accepted which 
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cannot be demonstrated. But then, such subjects 
as our religion has to deal with, — such subjects as 
God, conscience, man's will and personality, the 
emotions and affections, — do not belong to the 
domain of demonstration. Truth upon such sub- 
jects is not to be hunted along any one track, and 
certainly not along the one track of demonstration. 
Thought and will, sympathy and friendship, the 
virtues and the vices, though very real, cannot be 
put under a microscope or into a crucible. The 
problems of human life, and being, and personality, 
and character, cannot be solved hke a geometrical 
problem. In such studies it would be as absurd 
to require demonstration as it would be absurd not 
to require it from the mathematician. I say, then, 
that the experimenters in physical science are un- ^ 
wise, that they dwarf their own minds, when they 
apply the laws of dead matter to a self-conscious 
being like man, and refuse to study, and to face 
the wonders of, our heart and mind, — of our affec- 
tions, our emotions, and our aspirations, — or will 
insist upon tracing them all to molecules of earth 
and conformations of the brain. But many scien- 
tists now-a-days, — not, indeed, such men as the 
late lamented Professor Clerk Maxwell, of this 
university, — but certain clever and influential 
writers among them, do thus allow the laws of 
dead matter to tyrannise over them, and refuse to 
recognise truths which belong to the region of 
thought, of the affections, and of faith. Their i 
investigations into the world without, cause tliem 
to despise and to neglect the world within them- 
selves. But this refusal, or incapacity, to recog- 
nise more than the bodily senses can recognise, — 
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this one-sidedness, this deficiency, — renders their 
atheistic deductions worthless. 

So very far, indeed, do I venture to differ from 
the materialists, from the scientific atheists, that 
I believe that man, — the spiritual being called 
man, — could not, would not be able to be religious, 
and so to grow, improve, develop, in his best affec- 
tions, such as love, purity, gratitude, humility, 
reverence, worship, — in all those feelings which 
are the best and most lasting in man, if the holy 
God could be demonstrated to us, here and now, — 
if God did not, for the present, hide Himself from 
our perfect ken. For religion, the service and 
love of God, like human virtue, must be a choice, 
a TTpoaipea-Ls. These things involve an appeal to 
the honest and good heart : " they involve what 
we call a moral choice. But we cannot be said 
to choose, that is, to feel any loving preference for, 
that which is demonstrated. Choice and demon- 
stration are things in two different categories. And 
so it is, that religion, a thing which impKes and 
means moral choice, demands at present for its very 
possibility that it should be incapable of demon- 
stration. Demonstrability would actually defeat the 
purpose and end of religion, because it would take 
away the power to choose and prefer ; — would take 
away that capacity for moral choice and moral 
probation which are necessary to man's moral and 
religious growth, and development. 

And the New Testament is in perfect accord 
with this reasoning. For observe : the devils there 
introduced, always, upon each occasion, know 
Christ — Who He really is. They cannot plead, in 
excuse for themselves, that they are Agnostics : " 
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to them He is demonstrated : they know Him as 
the Son of God. They have, I say, demonstration : 
but no moral change in them results by reason of 
their perfect knowledge about the Son of God. 
On the contrary, because it is demonstration with 
them, and because, therefore, they cannot act by 
moral choice and faith, the only result to them 
is, that they tremble.'' Also, the cry of His 
Apostles unto Christ is not, Prove God to us," 
demonstrate God to us," but, *^ Lord, increase 
our faith." And blessing is promised by Christ 
Himself, not to those to whom He is made known 
by the senses, but, Blessed are they which have 
not seen," says our Lord, " Blessed are they which 
have not seen, and yet have believed." 

Thus, Scripture, and reason, concur in con- 
vincing me that the rejection of God and religion, 
because we cannot know God by the senses and 
by demonstration, is an intellectual error. In fact, 
we are living in an age which, perhaps, some 
Christian Apostle in the distant future will describe 
once more as an age when men ^^by wisdom knew 
not God." 

Of course, that expression of St. Paul, **by 
wisdom knew not God," is full of irony. He means 
it as an argument why they knew not God. He 
means that men knew not God by over-confidence 
in their own wisdom. And this moral defect of 
undue self-confidence, this proud temper of mind 
is, I doubt not, also another cause of modern 
unbelief, in many of those who are really wise in 
their own speciality, but who are intoxicated by 
their truly great success in their own department, 
and are unwise in despising other lines of thought 
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and reasoning than their own, and in attaching 
a supreme value to their own investigations. For, 
in order to be receptive of religion, there is requi- 
site, as Christ teaches us, a touch of the humility 
and docility of a childlike mind, — some affinity in 
temper to Him Who describes Himself as " meek 
and lowly of heart," and Who says of all men, 
Blessed are the poor in spirit." And is not this 
lowly temper, this moral attitude, manifestly want- 
ing in very many of our modern infidel writers 
and talkers ? 

Then, moreover, if combined with this moral 
defect of proud self-confidence, there be also a 
want, an absence, of the sense of personal sinfulness 
and of personal weakness to resist sin, here is 
another moral defect ; such persons cannot respond 
to the call of Christianity, — to the call of Him 
Who said in words pregnant with meaning, that 
He came to call, not the righteous, but sinners to 
repentance. 

Oh! what an evidence it is for Christianity 
that it is adapted, not only to the Few learned, 
but equally to the unlearned Many — to all persons, 
whether learned or unlearned, provided there be 
a responsive moral chord in the heart, in unison 
with Christ and His teachings: I ought also to 
add, provided that it be seen how wise and needful 
it is in such matters to act upon probabiUty, and 
not to demand the evidence of the senses, or 
demonstration of any kind. 

And this last principle which I have mentioned 
— namely, that probabiHty, and not certainty, 
should often determine and rule our actions and 
conduct in life, is closely connected with another 
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principle upon which they must act who would 
know Christianity ; and this principle is, that there 
are some things which we cannot know intimately 
until we have acted upon them. And this principle 
seems to be ignored by those who are repudiating 
any capability of acquiring knowledge in such a 
matter as religion. They do not, or will not, 
understand that Christianity is not a speculation, 
not a theory, but a history, and, above all, a practice. 
Now in morals, that is in virtue of any kind, he 
alone knows, he alone can be said to know, any 
virtue, who practises it habitually in action. This 
truth is most justly laid down by Aristotle when 
he says, ^^What things,'' among the virtues, 
" What things we learn, in order to practise them, 
these we learn by practising. Thus we become 
just by practising just things, and temperate by 
practising temperance." Aristotle means, that 
the moral faculty must be exercised and developed 
in practice if we hope really to know morahty. 
For instance, a man does not truly know benevo- 
lence and purity by knowing the names of those 
virtues, and by knowing verbal definitions of them ; 
in order to know those virtues, or any other virtues, 
he must have gained by practice an inward affinity 
to them. He must have " the witness in himself.'' 
And if a man go on without practising any virtue, 
he at length — to use Aristotle's expressive phrase — 
he at length becomes mutilated" in respect of 
it ; that is, he loses all capacity for understanding i 
it, just as a person born blind has no capacity for ^ 
colour. But it is exactly thus in the matter of i 
Christianity, of spiritual religion; we must have 
gained by practice some inward affinity to it in 
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order to know Christianity. We must have set 
about the business of learning Christianity by 
practising it; a thing especially true of that 
essential part of Christianity — namely, prayer, — 
and also true of faith, for if a man never exercises 
the faith-faculty, he becomes mutilated in respect 
of faith, — incapacitated for it. It may, perhaps, 
seem somewhat of a paradox, of a va-repov wporepoPf 
that, in some things, we must do the thing in order 
to know it, as Aristotle lays down, but 1 hold no 
teaching to be more sound. And so Pascal, when 
asked by a sceptic how he was to acquire faith, 
replied, **Live, live as though you had it." And 
we Christians have still higher authority for this 
teaching in our Blessed Lord, when He lays down, 
that, ^*if any man will do His will he shall know 
of the doctrine whether it be of God." 

Such are some of the arguments which con- 
vince me that the modern infidel authors whose 
writings I have studied are intellectually wrong, 
are unreasonable, in rejecting God because He is 
not demonstrated to the senses, and in rejecting 
Christianity without giving it a trial, in the 
practice of its essentials. And besides these in- 
tellectual errors, I have also ventured, I hope not 
uncharitably, to intimate my conviction, gathered 
from their various writings and speeches, that 
their really great success in their own lines of 
study has, for the present, engendered (not un- 
naturally) certain moral defects, certain Pharisaic 
tempers of mind in them, which tempers are non- 
receptive of Christianity, just as was the case with 
many men of learning and repute in our Saviour's 
own time. 
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III. Before concluding, permit me to express 
my conviction, that we Christians, ourselves, have 
learnt much from' modern science and from hostile 
criticism, and have been enlightened, in particular, 
about our Bible. And Christians, especially all 
preachers and teachers of Christianity, ought to 
study carefully the more weighty infidel writers of 
the time, and to accept with gratitude all that is 
proved by them. If this be not done, mischief 
wiU ensue, and the friends of our faith may often 
become its worst foes. We must study their 
writings, in order that we may never mis-state 
what they say ; also, in order that we may never 
proclaim conflict between us and them, where 
such conflict does not exist ; and, most important 
of all, in order that we may never rest Truth upon 
untenable grounds, or defend it with untenable 
arguments. And further, whenever we do find 
any sure and certain disproval of some cherished 
notions, we are bound, at any seeming hazard to 
our Faith, to accept such disproval, feeling con- 
fident that any such sure and certain correction 
will soon be found to harmonise with our Christian 
Faith. It is a want of faith to act otherwise. 
We shall never go wrong by loving Truth above 
all things, — by following the old adage. Amicus 
Plato ; magis arnica Veritas. 

From the physical sciences we have learnt that 
there are expressions in the Bible which our fore- 
fathers misapprehended — words and phrases not 
to be understood literally, as if used scientifically, 
since the writers of early times, of course, used 
language in accordance with the popular notions of 
an age long anterior to geology or to the telescope. 
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Also, we have been taught by learned exegesis 
and criticism, sometimes perhaps hostile in design, 
to see that some things in the Bible which our 
forefathers interpreted literally are metaphors of 
Semitic mode of speech, or truths set forth in 
Eastern allegory. We have learnt to see, now 
and then, apparently conflicting statements about 
minor matters, and here and there passages which 
are interpolations and not genuine. And from 
these lessons we have also learnt to hold soimder 
views about inspiration : and we see, that just as 
we always felt able to distinguish for ourselves in 
the Bible between which commands were cere- 
monial, and therefore changeable, and which were 
moral, and therefore of eternal oblig9,tion, so we are 
quite competent to distinguish between the divine 
utterances of Holy Writ and what is merely human. 

There is nothing in any of these lessons to 
make any Christian sceptical about the funda- 
mental revelations of Scripture and teachings of 
historical Christianity, few and plain as they 
are. Imperfection about non-essentials was to be 
counted on in written documents, recorded too as 
as they are in changing human languages, and 
moreover transmitted through human agents. 

On all accounts let us live and learn. We 
sometimes speak of Antiquity" and of the 
ancient Christians," meaning inen of past ages, 
and refer to them as though they understood 
things best. But, in truth, we are the ancient 
Christians, we are Antiquity ; for we are living in 
the old age of the world, and we learn by the light 
which Time and advance in knowledge throw on 
many things. 
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IV. Our wisdom- as Christians is, to adhere to 
the few plain and simple fundamental revelations 
of Scripture, and teachings of historical Christi- 
anity : they are unscathed by any modern science 
or critical research. 

Only, let us cultivate a temper which does not 
invert pyramids ; — I mean which does not convert 
comparative trifles into essentials ; also, a temper 
which does not expend all its force in dissecting, 
analysing, cavilling, and hesitating. But, on the 
contrary, let us cultivate a temper which sees 
and grasps great truths, such as Christianity sets 
before us, and which gives them a trial practically 
in our life. 

If we look. to Philosophy, no philosophy ever 
accounted for Man — ^for his wants, his cravings, 
his aspirations, for his marvellous littleness and 
his equally marvellous greatness, — as Christianity 
explains it all, and proves a perfect key to the 
meaning of our being. For, in teaching that this 
life in the dying body is as it were, a scaffold- 
ing, by aid of which and within which there is 
being built up an undying inward life, — a cha- 
racter, a nature, which abides for ever, — Chris- 
tianity attaches a meaning, a significance, to our 
every action, to our every word, to our every 
thought. 

And if we look to History, history records no 
fact possessing such cumulative evidence as the 
event which we have lately commemorated, namely, 
the Eesurrection of Jesus Christ, whereby, for our 
sakes, He broke through the tyranny of Matter, and 
met the scepticism of the senses by evidence ad- 
dressed to the senses ; drawing from the sceptical 
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Thomas, as He should draw from all men, the 
confession, My Lord and my God." 

Truths like these are things to grasp, and to 
hold fast to as unto an anchor sure and stedfast ; 
instead of indulging in a haughty ignorance which 
eliminates all dignity and all worth, all end and 
aim out of our life, making life meaningless to us, 
and worse than meaningless, making it a rudderless 
cock-boat drifting nowhither. 

This tenacious grasp of the fundamental Chris- 
tian truths has ever been the temper of God's 
saints and martyrs. And such was the wise 
temper of those Christians whom Jeremy Taylor 
describes, saying, Sometimes they argued strongly, 
and sometimes they believed strongly, and ofttimes 
they were sure of the thing when they were not 
sure of the argument." And this language of 
Jeremy Taylor is not only eloquent, it is also most 
rational. For, which of the two would you think 
the more trustworthy adviser about a matter of con- 
science and conduct ; which has the more trust- 
worthy moral insight; a Christian, humble, prayerful 
and consistent, though unlearned, or the skiKul 
scientist who makes it his scornful boast and his 
glory that he knows nothing about a holy God, or 
about sin, or the hope and prospect of a future 
life and re-adjustment of things? I cannot doubt 
but that the humble, godly man, even though a 
babe in learning, has a safer instinct, has a truer 
and deeper insight, about any matter of conscience, 
aye, and about man's being and destiny, than 
any infidel. We learn, we gain insight, through 
the heart, the life, the temper, better in many 
important matters than through the brain or 
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mere intellect. The earnest Christian, hunger- 
ing and thirsting after righteousness, seeking ever 
a unity of will with the will of a holy God, and 
receiving grace for grace, becomes a partaker of 
the mind of God. Our Divine Master, in words 
recorded by two evangelists, says, I praise Thee, 
O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that Thou 
didst hide these things from the wise and under- 
standing, and didst reveal them unto babes. Even 
so, Father : for so it seemed good in Thy sight." 



THE END. 
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